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IDENTIFICATION OF SERVICE IRRITANTS:

Australia, Canada, United Kingdom and
United States

I. Introduction

Every nation is concerned with procuring and retaining a sufficient
number of military personnel to maintain their required defense posture.
This concern is accentuated in those countries which no longer depend
on conscription as a method to obtain an adequate number of young men
and women to meet required force levels. To solve this problem, atten-
tion has been focused on the development of procurement and retention
strategies which will be effective in attracting young people into
military service. One approach has been to identify factors negatively
affecting enlistment motivation, sources of job frustration or dissatis-
faction, and aspects which do not foster a favorable career decisicn
that might be changed to make military service a more viable career
choice.

At the January 1974 meeting of the Technical Cooperation Program
(TTCP) TPU-1 working panel, the compilation of service irritants identi-
fied by military members was accepted as a topic of common interest to
participating TTCP nations. To accomplish this objective, TPU-1 panel
members in Australia, Canada, United Kingdom (UK) and United States (US)
were requested to forward completed reports and/or research findings
related to this topic. The purpose of this report is to review the
information received from the panel members on service irritants, making
comparisons across services and across nations where feasible.

It should be recognized that this report is restricted in its coverage
of research on service irritants to those reports which were submitted by
TPU-1 panel members. It should also be noted that the specific career
fields from which sample populations were drawn may reflect those special-
ties in which acute problems were being experienced. Therefore, their
perceptions of problems associated with the military may not be represen-
tative of service members in general.

II. Effect of Irritants on Recruitment/Procurement

It is realized that negative aspects concerning a military career and
service life can have widespread effect in many areas of the military
personnel system. For instance, accurate or inaccurate, perceived irri-
tants can make the function of recruitment a difficult job. An individual
may not consider military service as a possible career based on erroneous
information or some misconception he has gotten concerning service life.
In the following paragraphs, findings of research specifically directed
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toward identifying problem areas which servicemen viewed as having a
negative influence on joining the service are discussed.

Australia. In a study by Salas (1969), it was found that civilian
nurses view appointment conditions surrounding entry into the Royal
Australian Army Nursing Corps (RAANC) as a deterrent to potential appli-
cants. The "signing-on" for a fixed term appears to be the primary
problem, although there is evidence that variations in term of commitment
may affect the strength of the deterrent effect. In addition, a loss
of personal autonomy or control over career is a persistent element in
the general image of service life held by civilian nursing trainees and
RAANC officers which more than likely constitutes a negative influence
toward entering service.

United Kingdom (UK). In response to the question asking for those
factors which might discourage a young man from joining the Engineering
Branch of the Royal Air Force (RAF), the principal reasons given by
engineering officers included the poor status of engineers, the public
feeling of anti-militarism, and the lack of overseas tours/travel.
Other commonly perceived disincentives to military service mentioned
included the lack of engineering content in their jobs, domestic problems,
such as separation from family and inadequate housing facilities, political
uncertainty about the future of the RAF, inadequate monetary compensation,
and length of service commitment (Levene, 1971).

Mlcdonnell, Wrennall and Jessup (1972 ) completed a comprehensive
survey of medical personnel attitudes toward recruitment and the satis-
faction or frustration they derive from their work and life in service.
When these medics were asked to rate the strength of certain factors on
their decision to join the service, a majority of the factors studied
were rated as positive. It should be recognized that the medical sample
rating these factors did in fact enter service, and their perceiving
most aspects of service positively and only mildly negative would be
expected. However, those factors receiving a negative overall mean rating
on a scale of +2 (strong influence to join) to -2 (strong influence not
to join) are listed in Table 1. Regimentation and commitment for a
definite period of time received the strongest negative ratings by each
group. Dentists, unlike the doctors surveyed, also gave an overall
negative rating to rates of pay. When male noncommissioned nurses
were further queried concerning other aspects not covered in the survey
which might discourage people from joining the service, 70 percent of
all surveyed mentioned discrimination of some form, either in terms of
limited promotion for male nurses and/or lack of status with female
nurses, and lack of post-graduate training.



Table I. Factors Receiving a Negative Rating
Affecting Enlistment Motivationa

Mean Scale Ratingb

Factor Officer Non-Commissioned

Description Doctors Dentists Nurses Male Nurses Female Nurses

Service
Regimentation -.36 -.27 -.24 -.15 -.17

Opportunity for
Private practice -.26

Definite service
commitment -.35 -.26 -.15 -.11 -.37

Rates of pay -.21

aData taken from report by Macdonnell et al, 1972 - Tables 2.14, p8; 3.14 p40;
5,19, p82; 6.6, p100 and 7.5, p123

bRating scale: +2 (strong influence to join) to -2 (strong influence not to join)

Summary. In both Australia and the UK, enlistment motivation is
seen to be adversely affected by inadequate monetary compensation and
the service commitment requirement. Other deterrents mentioned appear
to be either career-field or nation specific.

III. Negative Aspects of Service Life

After an individual has joined military service, he becomes aware
of military rules, regulations, and aspects of military life which
affect his occupational aspirations and/or personal life. Often he
makes comparisons between his particular job in the military and a simi-
lar civilian position. If queried, most military members are able to
ennumerate those aspects of service life in which they would like to
see changes effected.
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Australia. In the early stages of a military tour, 67 percent of
the recruits in the Australian Army who were surveyed indicated the
most stressful aspects in a recruit's service life were "reactions to
authority, discipline, and imposed routine." Loss of general autonomy

of speech and actions, and separation from family, wife, friends and

past life were also identified by over a third of the survey sample
as stressful factors.a

An anonymous survey of service members in the Australian forces
designed to explore the various areas of dissatisfaction with service
life revealed pay was the most commonly and frequently cited source
of dissatisfaction across all services. A total of 62.5 percent of
the Navy officers, 53.5 percent of the Army officers, and 48.9 percent
of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) officers express dissatis-
faction with their military compensation (Salas, 1971b). Responses

from Navy, Army and Air Force servicemen concerning their dissatisfaction
with pay was even greater than that expressed by officer personnel. A

total of 79.6 percent of the sailors, 70.8 percent by Army personnel,
79.2 percent of the airmen indicated dissatisfaction (Salas, 1971c).
Other dissatisfactions with service life mentioned in this survey are
shown in Table 2. Postings/change of station appears to be another
major area of dissatisfaction with both officer and enlisted personnel
(Salas, 1971a and b). The dissatisfaction with postings stems from
the frequencies and uncertainties of postings, as well as separations
from family, housing problems, and concern with dependents' education
which result from postings. Service housing is also a highly ranked
dissatisfaction, especially among married officers. In addition, per-

sonnel management systems achieved some negative prominence in all
three samples of officer personnel.

Results from the same survey also indicated that a generalized
deterioration of attitude towards the service occurred after joining
(Salas, 1971a and b). Table 3 ennumerates the factors given as impor-
tant in the overall decline. Pay appears to be one of the most
important factors contributing to a negative orientation toward the
services. Disillusionment of joining expectations appears especially
important among single men.

In surveying cadets at the Australian Army Officer Cadet School
as to their perceptions of the main dissatisfactions with Army life,
expressed sources of dissatisfaction center around pay, man-management
variables and the Army managerial system. Overall, only a low pro-
portion of respondents achieved unanimity on common themes, and results
did not definitively point out sources of acute or chronic dissatis-
faction (Salas, 1973).

aOwens, personal communication, Jul 74.
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To complete the picture of service life as perceived by military
members, interview data in addition to survey responses were obtained
from a sample of sailors, soldiers, and airmen (Salas, 1971d). Inter-
viewees were requested to delineate those areas where civilian employ-
ment conditions are perceived as being better than their military
counterparts. The main advantages of a civilian job focused on job
conditions in the military, e.g., hours worked including weekend work,
shift work, physical aspects of the job, and job-caused separations
from family and friends. Other factors discussed in the interviews
included lack of subjection to posting and the freedom associated with
a civilian atmosphere. Although the interview protocols provided some
unique data, findings generally supported the survey studies mentioned
earlier.

Canada. In an effort to improve the Canadian Defense Force, a

task group was appointed to study and pinpoint areas in which improve-
ments are needed. The areas identified for further study are listed
in Table 4. Although there was no attempt to identify the relative
importance of the areas or to study the effect of these irritants on
recruitment, job dissatisfaction, or retention, the list ennumerates
areas of concern about service life in the Canadian forces similar to
those expressed in the other TTCP countries. For example, dissatisfac-
tion was prevalent among a considerable number of members on the subject
of misemployment which contributes to an overall lowering of morale
and inhibition of career progression. Rather strong opinions surfaced
on the housing/quarters/messing facilities issue for both married and
single service members. A great deal of dissatisfaction was also
voiced over little recognition and compensation for long hours of
work, loss of weekends and family separation, posting and career
procedures.

United Kingdom. Unpleasant aspects of service life cited by
doctors indicated domestic problems resulting from travel and changing
location as the most common factor. The second most frequently
mentioned area included the frustrations of regimentation and restric-
tions of liberty traditionally associated with being a member of a
military organization. Overall, dentists report they are highly satis-
fied with service life. For nursing officers, the major dissatisfaction
centered around restrictions and inconveniences associated with living
in an all female mess. Male noncommissioned nurses again complained
of discrimination against them in favor of female nurses. Since males
tend to be married, domestic separation is also an issue for them; for
the female noncommissioned group,-living accommodations are a problem.
All nurses appear to be dissatisfied with the amount of bureaucracy
and rigidity in the system (Macdonnell et al, 1972).
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Table 4. Areas of Possible Improvementa

1. Establishment of alternative complaint system
2. Base concept
3. Benevolent Funds
4. Choice of mover-furniture and effects
5. Review Code of Service discipline
6. Credit Union
7. Death benefits
8. Dependent's education/living quarters
9. Dependent's medical/dental services

10. Use/Abuse of drugs
11. Fringe benefits
12. Review of grievance procedure
13. Policy on homosexual behavior
14. Leave Policy
15. Retirements - low interest housing loans
16. Mess membership
17. Misemployment
18. Pay & Allowances (military compensation)
19. Pension reductions - military annuitants in the Public Service
20. Personal grooming
21. Personal records - maintenance & use
22. Physical education & recreation facilities
23. Policy regarding political activities
24. Centralized Personnel Management - Posting & Career Procedures
25. Married Quarters
26. Single Quarters
27. Release/Retirements benefits
28. Professional Services
29. Service/Civilian working relationship
30. Uniform Clothing Issue, replacement & dress policy
31. Policy & Compensation for long work days and family separation
32. Review of administrative regulations
33. Breakdown of communications - Chain of Command
34. Commercial services in the Canadian Forces - CANEX
35. Men's payfield differential

aPersonal Comm Lt Col M.A. Martin, Canadian Forces Personnel Applied
Research Center 13 Aug 74



United States. In research accomplished by the US Navy, wives of
officer and enlisted personnel were asked to rank the most unfavorable
aspects of a Navy life. The most commonly mentioned factors focused
on the husband's absence from home, pay, and length and/or frequency
of deployment (Muldrow, 1971).

In another Navy study, Wilcove (1973) found junior enlisted men
dissatisfied with their ability to fulfill their basic existence needs
because of low pay. While first-term enlistees indicate that overall
they are not dissatisfied with their jobs, they also mentioned the
amount of personal freedom that Navy life allows them as a dissatisfier.

In assessing the quality of life in the US Army, a sample of first-
term enlisted men were asked to indicate their level of satisfaction
on each of 16 dimensions. Results indicated that the overall ratings of
13 of the 16 dimensions of the Army life were in the dissatisfaction
range. The three lowest satisfaction ratings were assigned to: 1)

the Army's haircut regulations, 2) the extent to which the Army operates

on the basis of "hurry-up and wait;" and 3) the condition of housing
that the Army provided to personnel (Holz, in press).

Summary. In general, the negative aspects of military service
which appear to be common to more than one service and/or country
include dissatisfaction with pay, the problems associated with the
military member's separation from family, and inconveniences due to
postings/change of station.

Although it is well recognized that a military service career
requires a certain degree of mobility, separation from family and the
disruption caused by a permanent change of station appear to be major
sources of dissatisfaction world-wide,

IV. Sources of Job Dissatisfaction in the Military Service

The area of job satisfaction is an important concern for the
military. If a military job cannot provide satisfying work to its
personnel, it cannot compete with the civilian labor market. In

addition, if individuals are not afforded the opportunity to utilize
their talents and training, performance effectiveness, productivity,
and retention rates are likely to suffer.

It is recognized that there is a great deal of overlap between the
factors responsible for job frustration and dissatisfaction, disincen-
tives to enlistment, and the perceived problems of military life. In

this section, however, emphasis has been directed toward dissatisfaction
with specific job factors.



Australia. In the medical career field, there appears to be only
a small percentage expressing dissatisfaction with their jobs. Dissatis-
factions mentioned by at least 10 percent of the RAANC officer sample
included their feeling of being hampered professionally, loss of
autonomy, inadequate pay, and lack of military indoctrination. The two
main dissatisfactions identified by noncommissioned nursing personnel
are similar to those mentioned by RAANC officers - discipline/restrictions
and amount of non-nursing duties. Suggested improvements for the nursing
corps focused on a greater opportunity for professional development and
more varied experience in the nuring field (Sales, 1969, 1970).

United Kingdom. Major sources of job frustration cited by RAF
engineers are misemployment (i.e., duties not related to engineering)
and ineffectuality due to being assigned responsibility with very little
or no executive authority (Levene, 1971). Among the medics, only a
small minority of doctors and dentists express any dissatisfaction
with their profession; however, among those who did mention sources
of dissatisfaction, inadequate opportunities for self development and
poor working conditions were most frequently mentioned. The main
complaints expressed by the nursing contingent center on poor adminis-
tration and supervision, lack of work, or the restricted scope of work
(Macdonnell et al, 1972).

United States. A survey of nurses in the US Navy reveal some of
the same dissatisfactions with a military nursing career as ennumerated
by nurses in Australia and the United Kingdom. In general, the least
attractive aspects of a nursing career were hospital policy and adminis-
tration and supervision. Specific suggestions on making the job more
appealing included a desire for more personalized detailing, greater
opportunity to specialize and gain more formal education, more direct
patient care, less frequent rotation between wards, and better super-
vision (Dann, 1972).

Table 5 compares the results of survey responses with different
groups of Navy and Air Force service personnel on areas of dissatis-
faction with their military job. Respondents were asked to rank a
number of job attributes on two dimensions: Their importance to the
individual and their perceived possibility of attainment in military
service. Factors ranked highly important but, relatively unobtainable
in military service were considered potential dissatisfiers. Loss of
autonomy appears to be the main dissatisfier among Air Force groups.
Failure to make full use of abilities and the possibility that pro-
motional policy or success in a military career may not be based on
ability alone are common dissatisfiers to both Navy and Air Force per-
sonnel. Officers in both services who have been on active duty for any
length of time mention their concern with administrative/personnel
policies and the disruption to their family life as areas of job dissatis-
faction. (Githens, 1966; Shenk, 1969; Guinn, Alley & Truax, 1972;
Guinn & Truax, 1973).



Table 5. Potential Dissatisfiers Identified by ililitary Personnel

NROTC AFROTC, OTS USAF

AREA OF DISSATISFACTION Offa Cadets" Traineesc Airmen" Offe

Personal control X X X X

Independence on the job X X

Utilization of talent-full
use of abilities X X X X

Interesting job

Feeling of achievement/
accomplishment X X

X

Promotions based on
ability/success on
ability alone X X X X

Pay

Recognition

Work under consistent and
intelligent personnel
policies X

Competent supervision X

High quality co-workers X

Satisfactory home life X X

aNROTC officer data taken from SRR 66-11 (Githens, 1966)
bAFROTC cadet data taken from AFHRL-TR-72-22 (Guinn, Alley & Truax, 1972)
COTS trainee data taken from AFHRL-TR-73-28 (Guinn & Truax, 1973)
dFirst term airman data taken from AFHRL-TR-73-28 (Guinn & Truax, 1973)
eUSAF officer data taken from AFHRL-TR-69-33 (Shenk, 1969)
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Summary. Among all groups of personnel, a common source of dissatis-
faction appears to be the requirement to perform duties not related
directly to their specialized area. Although this seems to be a common
problem it is not confined to the military environment only. In indus-
try as well as in the military, an increasing amount of administrative
and managerial duties are required in the normal progression of career
personnel into higher levels of responsiblity.

V. Factors Related to Termination of Service

The problem of turnover is experienced by all branches of the ser-
vice. The failure of adequate numbers of military personnel to remain
on active duty requires the military services to procure, train, and
replace large numbers of personnel to fulfill necessary manning require-
ments. To minimize these costly losses, efforts have been directed
toward assessing the opinions and attitudes of military personnel to
gauge the perceived attractiveness of a military career and indicate
areas where changes might encourage a decision in favor of a military
career.

Australia. In ennumerating the reasons against remaining in
service, Australian servicemen rank pay as the most common and important
reason. Disruptions to family life associated with postings is another
highly ranked reason for likely separation, especially among Army
personnel. In the Navy, family life is also cited as an important
deterrent to re-engagement. When asked to ennumerate what reasonable
improvements could be made to make the service more attractive as a
career, improvements to pay were of primary importance. Other changes
for suggested improvement included service housing, postings, pay group,
retirement benefits, allowances and personnel management (Salas, 1971c).

United Kingdom. Analyses from two studies to identify factors
which influence the decision to extend or reengage in the RAF produced
similar findings (Jessup, 1971; Hardinge, 1971). There appears to be
a concensus that factors affecting home and family life such as
children's education, living accommodations, and family life are
reasons influencing one to terminate service. However, these factors
do not appear to be the most important ones affecting the career
decision. In general, work-related factors are found to be of primary
importance and tend to influence servicemen positively toward a service
career.

An important reason for leaving the Royal Navy cited by survey
respondents is their opinion that there are too many petty rules and
regulations. Approximately 87 percent of those purchasing their dis-
charge at the 4-5 year point agree that this factor is an important
reason for separation. About 20 percent of those purchasing their dis-



charge indicate this aspect of Naval life as the most important in their
decision to leave whereas only three percent at the nine year point
consider this aspect most important.a

In a project to determine why soldiers leave the Army, Lakin (no
date) found that the girl friend's influence is certainly a factor for
single men. Single living accommodations and discipline are also cited
by single servicemen as deterrents to re-engagement. In the case of
living accommodations, it may be the fact that they are single rather
than the accommodation itself that is the real irritant. For married
men, dependents' education, the effect on family life, and unaccompanied
tours appear to encourage termination of service.

United States. In general, research studies in the different
services to identify factors which negatively influence career decisions
often reflect the same categories of problems ennumerated in one of
the sections discussed above. For example, officer respondents who
left the Navy after serving less than five years active duty indicated
they perceived little or no chance of obtaining success through ability
alone, full utilization of talent, satisfactory home life, and working
under consistent and intelligent personnel policies in a Navy career
(Neumann, Abrahams, and Githens, 1972). In another study, shipboard
living conditions were cited as an influence against a Naval career by
56 percent of the enlisted and 51 percent of the officer personnel sur-
veyed (Broedling, 1970).

Separation from family, job dissatisfaction, isolated tours, and
inadequate pay were most frequently identified as negative factors
influencing career decisions among USAF officer personnel (Shenk, 1970).

In a US Army study, the career intentions of a sample of first
term volunteers were found to be significantly influenced by their
evaluations of their opportunities for advancement, the Army's hair-cut
regulations, the meaningfulness of their work, and their equal treat-
ment regardless of race (Holz, 1974).

VI. Concluding Comments

A review of the irritants cited by military members in Australia,
Canada, United Kingdom, and United States reveals an outstanding degree
of similarity in responses. Certain factors are universally con-
sidered to be problem areas. Among those listed in Table 6, inadequate
pay, domestic problems associated with military life, change of station,
and military rules and regulations achieved negative prominence in
every country.

aPersonal communication from E. Elliott, Senior Psychologist (Naval) to
A. Cassie, TPU-1 National leader, United Kingdom, 28 Jul 74
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Although the importance of pay was found to be influenced by the
economic outlook at the time servicemen were surveyed and/or the recency
of pay raises; nevertheless, it was a common factor of primary importance
to most groups surveyed. Personnel in specialized/technical areas
also complained of the amount of time they had to spend in duties not
directly related to their career field. Of those surveyed, nurses in
three countries and engineers from the UK voiced this grievance. In

addition, the rules and regulations of military service are often seen
as petty and overly restrictive of personal freedom. It is obvious
that certain rules and regulations are mandatory; however, a more
detailed investigation of the specific areas which are considered too
restrictive was not attempted.

Obviously changes of station/postings required by active duty ser-
vice cause a multitude of domestic problems; the inconvenience and dis-
ruption to family life of the actual move appears to be accentuated by
subsidiary problems related to dependents' education and service housing.

Although some irritants appeared to be universal, it was also noted
that the percentages expressing dissatisfaction with military service
were in most instances counterbalanced by an equal proportion of
individuals expressing little or no dissatisfaction with their service
career.
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